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undamental to understand-
ing the pagan world in which
Christianity first took root is
the ancient city.! And fun-
damental to the city is that
it was, first and foremost, a

only footpaths separated the buildings.
Everywhere one went, one was jostled. The
noise was incessant. “Insomnia is the main
cause of death in Rome,” moaned Juvenal,
“show me the apartment that lets you sleep!”4

Entire families were herded together in

home for the temple of the local gody fi@mped cubicles with paper-thin walls.
whose glory the city’s identity k&@ratédnot for the drafty open windows,

It was around these centres that families,
clans, and tribes had long past gathered,
seeking a kind of peace under a vague ances-
tral law, itself the deity’s ancient gift. Thus
temples, shrines, sacred pillars, regular city-
wide religious festivals, sacrificial animals,
and the markets nearby wherein their meat
was sold—everywhere formed the cluttered
backdrop to daily life. Nothing was done
without consulting the gods. To reject the
city's deities was, for the general populace,
at the very least uncitizenly and at worst
rebellion against the divine law.2

But what was city life like under this
archaic regime?3 Usually founded as a for-
tress, a city’s walled area was small, rarely
more than two square miles. Remove the
30 percent or more devoted to public build-
ings, and a largish city of 150,000 might
have a population density of around 150
persons per acre. Rome had in excess of 300.
Compare this to modern-day Manhattan
Island, which, with all its high-rise build-
ings and apartment blocks, has only 110.
Crowded Mumbai has some 180—not even
two thirds of Rome.

Nor do modern New Yorkers share their
apartments and streets with livestock, as
did the Romans, whose streets were mostly
just under ten feet wide. In many places

they would have succumbed to the poison-
ous smoke from inadequate cooking and
heating braziers. Admitting minimal light,
at least the windows helped remove the
stench of the ubiquitous chamber pot soon
to be emptied into the street below. (We
have good evidence that the Roman juror
did not disdain to hear complaints from
the unfortunate below who had been thusly
baptized.) But these drafts also increased
the risk of fire—feared alike by rich and
poor. Over its six-hundred-year existence,
Antioch was burned four times almost in
its entirety. This does not include the many
large fires deliberately set during six periods
of serious public rioting. Everyday housing
was cramped, dark, often smoky and unsafe,
always dirty, and permeated with the stench
of sweat, feces, and decay. As the dust, dirt,
and rubbish accumulated, the bugs ran riot.

Outside was not much better. Filled
with refuse of every imaginable kind, the
average street was about mud, open sew-
ers, manure, human excrement, and even
the occasional body shoved outdoors and
abandoned, all nicely stewing in the blaz-
ing Mediterranean sun. No wonder the
wealthy loved incense. Cities for the vast
majority were pest-holes of disease, marked
by chronic health conditions, swollen eyes,



and skin rashes. Lost and disfigured limbs
and scars of various kinds were commonly
listed as distinguishing marks in legal
documents. Without a constant influx of
new inhabitants, the ancient city would
have died, and many did, so dangerous
were they to their inhabitants. Ironically,
it was this very influx that contributed to
the danger: the higher the turn-over, the
higher the crime rate.

Absent significant personal attach-
ments, violence and ethnic tension were
rampant. As night descended, people fled
to their homes to barricade themselves in.
In the dark, the criminal reigned. To go
out without having made one’s will was
an act of folly. Even if all spoke Greek as
a second language, ethnic identities and
mutual suspicion remained firmly in place.
Though people were often walled-off into
ethnic quarters, riots were frequent and
often murderous. To this already gloomy
scene must be added the roster of the ever-
present threat of flood, earthquake, and
famine (the latter probably underlies Paul’s
advising Corinthian young people to put
off their marriages ifthey can, | Cor. 7:26).
Again, Antioch, over its six centuries, expe-
rienced one such devastating event every
fifteen years. And all this occurred under a
crushing local political hierarchy, ruled by
a handful of fabulously wealthy and often
feuding aristocratic families. Beneath them
were despised artisans (they worked with
their hands) and crooked merchants, then
the even more lowly and impoverished
freedmen, throngs of non-human slaves,
and finally the outlying barbarians. And
at the pinnacle and in distant Olympian
splendour sat the Roman emperor.

If the city was tough, the heavens
were like brass. To begin, we must realize
that no one in the ancient world thought
they were practicing “religion.” The very
concept is a modern conceit. Religio was
instead a matter of unquestioned custom-
ary scruple, of what everyone did to ward
off potential threats from the “divine,”
however conceived. It meant at the very
least observing those practices associated
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with one’s polis, which, hopefully, kept
the deities content and benign. One made
offerings, observed the requisite ritual
purity, and ensured that what amounted to
contractual prayers were said in exactly the
right way using prescribed wording.

However, it did not help that the
classical gods, hardly moral paragons them-
selves, did not much care for humanity. As
an ancient child’s writing exercise has it,
“What is a god? That which is strong. What
is a king? He who is equal to the divine.”s
It was not character but power that defined
the gods, and to cross them meant a sure
and certain sticky end. With such a great
disparity in power, there could be no hope
of any meaningful relationship.7 In retali-
ation, graffiti from the second and third
centuries AD increasingly displayed an
almost blasphemous irreverence toward
them. This was one of the reasons why the
mystery religions of the East, with their
tantalizing offer of friendship and fellow-
ship, made such inroads; arguably preparing
the way for yet another strange Eastern
creation—Christianity.

Consequently, the common person’s
“enchanted” pre-modern world was any-
thing but enchanting. It was dominated
by beings, most of whom, if one’s living
conditions were anything to go by, were
unquestionably malevolent. The disposition
of these times was thus characterized by fear
and anxiety, and expressed chiefly in astrol-
ogy, magic, and occult practice—anything
one could do to ward off impending doom.

There was, of course, the consolation
of philosophy, with its “rational” recon-
figuration of the divine. But that was an
elite male’s game. Without money, educa-
tion, and leisure, the philosophical life was
incomprehensible and impossible for the
masses. In the first century, the two main
options were Stoicism and Epicureanism,
both of which Paul encountered when on
trial for his life on Mars Hill. The former
was by far the most influential, and in its
street-level mutation the common wisdom
of most; the latter was more elite and much
less popular. The Stoic sought to align his
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existence with the unfeeling rational prin-
ciple that constituted the “grain” of the
cosmos (the Logos).8 Even initially baffling
Fortuna could be brought to the heel of the
Logos, as he trained himself for death—the
natural end of all mortals. The Epicurean,
convinced that the gods cared nothing for
humanity, since to do so would disturb their
perfection, found some relief in friendship
among equals and in a measured enjoy-
ment of life’s similarly fleeting pleasures
(early Christians were sometimes confused
with them). Later, the newly nascent neo-
Platonist would seek his other-worldly
escape by purifying his material “soul” to
prepare for a mystical “ascent” to the heav-
ens. Nonetheless, by the second century,
even the privileged elites felt the oppressive
weight of the sometimes smiling, sometimes
glowering, often cruel, and always impervi-
ous face of fickle Fate. Pervasive anxiety is
not a uniquely modern invention.

Faced with these socially unsettling
realities, the authorities shrewdly offered
distractions by way of donations of bread
and bloody games. And the more violent
the life, the more violent the distraction.
While it is perhaps an overstatement to
claim that the ancient world was one of
“capricious cruelty, and a vicarious love of
death,”9 nevertheless, death was banal and
the individual of little value. Ought we to
be surprised? Probably not. For Flomer's
heroes, the ancient gods, and Greek phi-
losophers, compassion was immoral—it
was a feminine weakness and an affront
to justice—and forgiveness, rare. Virgil
concludes his Aeneid with “the Trojan
hero Aeneas, the symbolic forerunner of
Augustus, standing over the corpse of
an enemy he has just killed in a vengeful
rage. Whether Aeneas'’s deed is proof of the
essential evil of empire, or of its necessary
cost, Virgil does not say—but Augustus
liked the poem.”10

The hereafter was for most even worse.
Death marked the end of everything. Only
the disembodied souls of a few great ones,
like Augustus, would rise on death to join
the godlike stars, while a few truly wicked

would suffer eternal punishment. The rest
were condemned to a shade-like wandering
forever in the dry and dark nether regions.
This life, briefand brutal though it be, was
all there was.

The Coming of the Gospel ofJesus
It was into this urban world that the
Jewish story of Jesus took its first steps;
its adherents numbered, at the end of the
first century, perhaps only seventy-five
hundred in an empire of more than thirty
million. Vanishingly small though this
“third race” was, in time its message, lived
out primarily in these cities, would change
everything. So what made the difference?
One aspect was the truly world-changing
impact of Christian practice and lifestyle.
But it is imperative to understand that
one can no more separate Christian prac-
tice from its larger “worldview” than one
can separate pagan virtue or ethics from
Hellenism’s very different construction
of reality. Christian practice and pagan
virtue/ethics are integral parts of undif-
ferentiated wholes, which | will argue are
inherently and fundamentally incommen-
surate.ll The gospel was not about simply
replacing “Zeus” with “Jesus” on a local
temple. It was a life and death struggle over
two ways life.l2 For this reason we must
first briefly describe the larger conceptual
world that the story of Jesus presupposed.
It is of first importance to understand
that the gospel is neither about “going to
heaven” nor even primarily being good.13
The goal of Israel's narrative was the promise
of the Father and the Son dwelling with and
in us through the eternal life-giving Spirit, in
resurrected and transformed bodies here on
a gloriously renewed earth.l4 In anticipation
of that sure and certain hope, guaranteed
by Jesus's resurrection and the present expe-
rience of the Spirit, it offered a new way of
being in the world, or to use Kavin Rowe'’s
language, a radically different “grammar
of life.”15 Fundamental to this grammar, as
expressed in Scripture’s narrative (not meta-
narrative),16 are Israel's strikingly different
ideas about creation (cosmology), how we



know (epistemology), our conception of the
gods (theology), society (sociology), what it
means to be human (anthropology), and our
moral vision (ethics/virtue).l7

Given the centrality of cities in the
first century and throughout antiquity,
we will take up, as does Luke in his Acts
of the Apostles, the age-old biblical para-
digm of Jerusalem, the city of God, versus
the opposing cities of “man.” In the past
these had numbered such metropolises as
Memphis, Thebes, Babylon, Asshur, Tyre,
Sidon, and Alexander's Athens. In the first
century it was Rome, which by the end of
that century was more Hellenized than
the Greeks. It is at this most fundamental
level—that is, the city as the cultural icon
of the foundational “ideological” narrative
that undergirds it—that the basic opposi-
tions emerge. As is evident throughout Acts
and especially Paul's defence on Mars Hill,
Jerusalem’s assumptions about reality posed
a profound challenge to the centuries-old
certainties upon and out ofwhich the entire
structure and fabric of the first-century
world was built. There is good reason why
the frustrated Thessalonikan mob described
the apostles as “these people who have been
turning the world upside down” (Act 17:6
NRSV). So, what was it that set Athens
(along with its intellectual captive Rome)
and Jerusalem at irreconcilable odds?

“Faith” versus “Reason™?

Whatever else, we must grant Athens its
due. In an astonishing act of imagination,
perhaps fueled by the sheer joy and beauty
of rational thought, it made the remarkable
claim that everything could be explained
solely on the basis of the mind's grasp of
logical necessity—that is, “reason.” The fun-
damental assumption was that reason was
what humans shared with the divine. Hence,
what was reasonable to the human mind nec-
essarily mirrored the reason, the logos, of the
universe. And reading the likes of Plato or
Aristotle, one cannot help but be impressed
by the clarity, precision, and rigour with
which they pursued this aim. Not surpris-
ingly, given John's use of logos, one can fully
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appreciate the almost visceral compulsion of
various Hellenistic church fathers to marry
the best of Christian “faith” with the best
of “reason.” (And it is important to realize
they that are not borrowing from Hellenism;
they are Hellenists, and one does not bor-
row from whom one fundamentally is.) But,
aside from the question of who decides what
is “best” and on what grounds, the more
fundamental question is surely whether
Athens’s “reason alone” prin-
ciple was in fact true. This is
what Tertullian denied and
which, in every instance where
it can be tested, has been
shown to be mistaken.18 It is
one thing to say the universe is
intelligible, that we can under-
stand it by attending carefully
to our experience and testing
our theories against it. It is
quite another to claim it is rea-
sonable, that it must conform
to what we, a priori, think is
logical. Ultimately, it is reality
that is real, not our ideas about
it, no matter how “reasonable”
they might seem to us.19

This is why | think it is
misleading to characterize the
contrast between Jerusalem
and Athens as one of “faith”
versus “reason.” First, accord-
ing to the Scriptures, “faith”
is the conviction of things
not seen (Heb. 11:1). But
Jerusalem’s story begins with
Moses “seeing” the burning
bush and “hearing” Yahweh
speak. Indeed, the senses—*“seeing and
hearing”—are central to Israel’s founda-
tional Exodus narrative.20 As Moses and
Israel were constantly reminded, they had
“seen” firsthand Yahweh’s mighty deeds and
“heard” all that he had said. Similarly, the
disciples “saw” and “heard” all that Jesus
said and did (1 John 1:1-3), and this, be it
noted, often in the face of their “unfaith.”
Christianity is not based on “faith.” It is
based on history, on what it claims actually

Jerusalems
assumptions
about reality
posed a profound
challenge to the
centuries-old
certainties upon
and out ofwhich
the entire structure
andfabric of
thefirst-century

world was built.
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happened?l as attested by eyewitnesses.22
Now it is true that “faith” is required of
those who only have the eyewitnesses'
testimony (John 20:29). But this hardly
means that testimony should be dismissed.
Testimony is far and away the most com-
mon and indispensible mode by which
humans acquire the overwhelming majority
ofwhat we regard as that reliable knowledge
by which we live our lives every day.23 The
point is that Christian convictions have far
more in common with Galileo and his tele-
scope than Hellenic “reason.” Put starkly, in
the latter, “fact must conform to reason”; in
the former, “reason must conform to fact,”
that is, to what God has actually done.24

Second, Christian experience, far from
ruling out thoughtful engagement, thor-
oughly depends on it. The mistake is to
identify “thinking” with Hellenic philoso-
phy, as does, for example, Porphyry in his
critique of Origen.25 It is precisely because
the disciples and Paul thought long and
hard about what they saw and heard that
they came, unshakably, to the conclusion
that in Jesus, Israel’s unique God, sole
creator, and Lord of life had come among
them. And their reasoning stands open to
examination to this very day. But it is a
reasoning based on historical experience,
not on abstract demonstration. Again, just
as Copernicus, Tycho Brahe, and Galileo
thought carefully about what they wit-
nessed, so too did the earliest followers
of Jesus. In this methodological respect,
Christian conviction has far more in com-
mon with modern science than either has
with Hellenistic speculative philosophy.26

We might, then, be better served by put-
ting the sandal on the other foot and asking
whether Athens itself had thought carefully
enough about its “faith” that everything
could be known on the basis of “reason”
alone. It ought to be abundantly clear that
an explanation is not true merely because it
seems logically coherent. It might seem logi-
cal to explain male testicles in terms of loom
weights; after all, both do hang down.27 But
a false analogy is still false even if espoused
by such a luminary as Aristotle.

And here again, we must give credit
where credit is due. Although recently
much maligned for its reliance on reason,
the Enlightenment for that very reason
also attended to the limits of that self-same
reason. Coming from very different posi-
tions, both David Hume and Thomas Reid
recognized that reason could never prove
the existence even of something as ordi-
nary and humble as last night's dirty socks
lying in the corner. Kurt Godel later showed
that far from mathematics being the sure
foundation of all knowledge, mathemat-
ics itself proved that it was impossible ever
to demonstrate the internal consistency of
our number system. In postmodern times,
Stanley Fish made a similar point about
morality. Although he believes that it is
absolutely wrong to torture a child for enter-
tainment, he recognizes there is no logic or
reason that can prove it so. Indeed, reason
cannot even establish that we are autono-
mous, responsible agents.

None of this is to reject thought. But
both the poverty of Athenian “science”
and the Enlightenment critique of pure
reason surely demonstrate the profound
limitations of Athens’s reliance on logical
demonstration alone. What is required
is the constant testing of our apparently
“reasonable” speculations against the real
world of experience.

Creation (Cosmology)

Having cleared that ground, we can return
to the question of Athens and Jerusalem.
We begin, as does Genesis, with cosmol-
ogy. And this is right and proper. 1fwe are
to understand how to interpret the world,
we need first to know what it is. For Athens,
Parmenides had long ago “demonstrated”
that change was impossible. The cosmos
was one, without beginning or end, perfect,
eternal, and unchanging. For Pythagoras,
history, imitating the cyclical movement
of the heavenly bodies, was simply an end-
lessly recurring cycle through which the
soul passed in a sequence of incarnations.28
According to Heraclitus, the world was
“unmade by god or man, was fire ever-



living, kindling and being extinguished in
measures” (Frag. B 30). Just as one could
never step into the same river twice, so all
was in flux. The resolution was proposed by
Empedocles: all change was merely appar-
ent and simply due to rotation (Frag. 17).
This led finally to the view advocated by the
third-century-BC Stoic Chrysippus:

This restoration of the universe
takes place not once but over and
over again, to all eternity without
end. Those of the gods which are
not subject to destruction, having
observed the course of one period,
know from this everything that is
going to happen in all subsequent
periods. There will never be any
new thing other than that which
has been before; but everything
is repeated down to the minutest
detail. (Frag. 625)

There was no logical possibility,
and therefore no conception, of genuine
change. Absent such hope, human exis-
tence was ultimately meaningless. For
the Stoic, everything was already there
in the unchanging logos; nothing new
could happen. It remained the same for
the Epicureans and their atomism. Even
if everything was the result of the random
swervings of “atoms,” it was still an eternal
and unchanging randomness.

Further, since according to “reason” the
true could not change—otherwise it would
not be true—and since it was assumed
that only the true was real, anything that
changed was necessarily only mere appear-
ance and could not be real. This changeful
world of daily experience, being below the
lunar orbit—the boundary where the per-
fect cosmos began—was not truly real.
Elence the duality that is fundamental to
much Greek thought: the perfect and eter-
nal heavens to which a few purified souls
might hope to rise versus the distorted and
merely apparent earth from which they
sought escape. This cosmology shaped not
only what Athens could know and how
it could know it, but the social structure
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of its cities, its view of what it meant to be
human, and its virtue/ethics. One s cosmol-
ogy impacts everything it touches.

But for Jerusalem, the fundamental
distinction was not between the change-
less and the changing, the supernatural
and natural, the spiritual and fleshly, the
pure heavenly and the corrupt earthly, or
the perfect, rational, ideal form and the
distorted “bastard” subjectivity of the
apparent world.29 Jerusalem began first and
crucially with the creator and his creation.
Indeed, one might argue that any view that
does not is not fully Christian. And accord-
ing to Genesis, Gods creation—both the
earth and the heavens—was good. That is,
the creation was deliberately not “perfect”
in the Hellenistic sense but was purpose-
fully gifted with the possibility of genuine
change and potential for development. It
is to their everlasting praise that the post-
apostolic fathers followed Pauls lead in his
potentially lethal confrontation on Mars
Hill (Acts 17:22-31).30 Athens, being self-
confessedly “ignorant” of the one true God
(v. 23b), was profoundly mistaken, pre-
cisely because it was in the wrong story.
The world had a beginning (v. 24; Gen. 1)
and was moving toward a definitive climax
under Gods man, the resurrected Jesus (vv.
30-31). The real not only could change, it
was designed to, and therein laid human-
ity’s hope and destiny. On the one hand,
creation was not condemned to meaningless
cycles but awaited a glorious renewal. On
the other, if God could create something
both new and real, then surely humans,
made in his image, not only could, but were
expected to, imitate him.3!

Admittedly, the logical demonstra-
tion of the non-eternity of the world would
take another four and half centuries. It was
achieved in AD 529 by John Philoponus, a
strikingly independent thinker who broke
with his earlier Aristotelian-Neoplatonic
schooling and was the first ancient author
to assert that Plato and Aristotle were mere
humans whose works should be critiqued as
such. And note the trajectory. Even though
his critiques often assumed Aristotelian
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ontology, it was his prior beliefin Scripture
that led to his questioning, very much in the
vein of Tertullian, Hellenisms metaphysi-
cal speculation about the cosmos. That is, it
was Scripture, with its emphasis on experi-
ence, that told him how to read the cosmos
and led to his seeing a demonstration that
in principle should have been obvious from
the beginning. It was Jerusalem, not Athens,
that allowed the cosmos to be seen for what
it really was.

Sadly, other equally important impli-
cations of Jerusalem’s gospel appear to have
escaped the mass of later church fathers.
One was the unity of creation. Since accord-
ing to Genesis both the earth and the
heavens were part of the one creation, both
were necessarily equally real and equally
changeful. Athens's imagined metaphysical
division—with its long influence on subse-
quent Christian “theology” and “spiritual”
interpretation—was mistaken. Here again
it was Philoponus who first argued that the
heavens and earth were created by the one
God, having the same properties, and hence
that the stars were not divine. It would take
almost fifteen hundred years for that reality
to be embraced, but those steps were eventu-
ally taken by Nicolas of Cusa, who proposed
that the heavens were made of the same sub-
stances as the earth and therefore subject to
the same “laws.” Breaking with Hellenism’s
rational speculations, Copernicus and his
successors began to gain genuine knowledge
of the heavens and how they really worked.

Athens’s metaphysical division also
entailed the existence of perfect unchanging
ideas. Certain theologians' presumption of
perfect ideas in the mind of Israel's Yahweh
only arises if one first assumes that he was
better understood by idolatrous Hellenists,
who did not know him (see Acts 17:16,
22-23, as discussed above), than by Moses,
the prophets, and the New Testament’s
Lord Jesus himself. So yes, while it is as true
as it is trivial to assert that the Bible does
not tell us everything, this is no warrant to
import into Christian theology Hellenistic
speculations, born as they are of a false cos-
mology, a demonstrably false priority of

calculative “reason,” and a flawed principle
of reasoned analogy. But in Genesis there
are no such fixed and “perfect” ideas—not
in the mind of God, nor in Scripture, nor
in his creation.32 Nor is there any hint of
Yahweh's frustration with imperfections in
his creation arising from either his lack of
skill or the perverse intractability of mat-
ter. There is only God's affirmation of his
creation of physical “kinds” (Gen. 1:11-12,
21, 24-23)—something like what we today
would call species—in all their particu-
lar and wondrous diversity, and all gifted
with freedom to adapt and change around
a basic plan.

The implications for human creativity
are significant. As Athenian artists and archi-
tects strove to express the perfect form, their
culture increasingly stagnated. But designers
today speak of “wicked problems™:33 design
questions for which there is no single, “per-
fect” answer (read Platonic “form”). Instead,
reality as it actually presents itself allows for
manifold correct solutions. Over against
Avristotle’s “fixed orders of nature,” there
is instead the indeterminacy of creative art
directed toward change (not unlike God's
undetermined creative acts in Genesis).
There is no such thing as a single perfect
aircraft, smart watch, film, essay, painting,
piece of music, or ideal word of counseling
to which one must attain. It, too, would take
long centuries, but once freed from bondage
to Athens's hypothetical single perfect forms,
human creativity would experience a mas-
sive flourishing, as would our understanding
of the shifting dynamics of bio-diversity in
the world God actually made.34

Basic to all this is another of Jerusalem’s
striking cosmological innovations. Standing
in radical and emphatic opposition to the
entire ancient world, Jerusalem held that
God and his creation were distinct entities.
Creation was not divine, nor did it par-
ticipate in God's (or any other putatively
divine) “being” whether by emanation or
analogy—it is doubtful if the latter is even a
coherent notion. Creation had its own integ-
rity. It had what Duns Scotus would later
describe as its own particular and individual



“thisness” (haeccity).35 In unequivocally
divesting creation of “divinity,” that is, “dis-
enchanting” it, Jerusalem paved the way for
modern science and all its manifold bene-
fits. But this is not to reduce creation merely
to meaningless stuff.

According to Scripture, creation, as
Gods handiwork, had its own truth, beauty,
and goodness—God did not “declare” cre-
ation to be good but “saw that it was good.”36
No longer under the bondage of being
feared, placated, worshipped, or elided in the
search for “cosmic” unchanging truth, cre-
ation was set free to be studied, tested, and
understood for what it was, and its extraor-
dinary potential for flourishing nurtured
and realized. The explosion of knowledge
and creativity that the West and now the rest
of the world has witnessed in the last four
hundred years is largely the consequence of
Jerusalem’s triumph over Athens.

Jerusalem’s cosmology is able, therefore,
to transcend both the Scylla of idolizing cre-
ation and the Charybdis of reducing it to a
meaningless nominalism (bearing in mind
that the latter arises only if one first assumes
Hellenic ontological speculations). On the
one hand, far from idolizing creation, to
affirm its inherent goodness is to honour
Yahweh's own assessment. Creation’s good-
ness is not autonomous but instead reflects
God’s intention as the one who constantly
upholds it by his authoritative and sustaining
word. On the other hand, far from meaning-
less nominalism, this irreducibly material
creation, as God's good temple—designed
to house his presence and humans as his
image3/—is sacred and is heading toward
its eventual liberation and renewal. So while
clearly not to be worshipped—that belongs
to God alone—and equally clearly not
participating in his being, creation is never-
theless a deeply meaningful place, precisely
because God made it so. And since creation
was intended by God to be a flourishing
garden, whose rich bounty we are to enjoy
(1 Tim. 6:17; see also Isa. 6:3: “the fullness
of the earth is God's glory,” my translation),
all of creation is itself properly seen as a sac-
rament, that is, a means by which God’s
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gracious and good gifts of blessing and life
come to us.38 To say that humanity does not
live by bread alone is not to diminish bread.
On the contrary, it implicitly affirms bread
as God's good gift through which we con-
tinue to enjoy his gift of life.

In concluding this section, | offer
an observation and a question. First, the
implications of Jerusalem’s cosmology are
staggering and, when finally taken seri-
ously, world changing. Second, we might
ask, how do we, as historians, explain the
origin of such extraordinary insights over
three and halfthousand years ago—nearly a
millennium before Athens's greatness—and
that in flat contradiction to every other sur-
rounding culture?39

How We Come to Know (Epistemology)
Athens knew early on about observation.
Homer’s histor resolved disputes because
he was someone who knew, and he knew
because he had seen and heard (see lliad
18.301; 23.486).40 But as we saw, Athens’s
subsequent “reasoning” led to the convic-
tion that one could never learn the truth
by attending to the changeful world. So
for Plato, “when the soul makes use of the
body for any investigation, either through
seeing or hearing or any of the other senses,
then it is dragged by the body to things
which never remain the same, and it wan-
ders about and is confused and dizzy like
a drunken man because it lays hold upon
such things” (Phaedo 79c). What mattered
was for the mind to apprehend unchanging
ideas and so to transcend unreal and mis-
leading physical appearances.

This is why | find it difficult to see how
one can be a Platonist and a Christian.4l
Platonism is necessarily committed to the
view that God’s actions in history and,
finally, the incarnation must be, by their
very nature, misleading and distorting
shadows.42 One wonders if this is why such
theologians tend to spend most of their time
discussing philosophical theology and the
idea of “God” and rather less studying the
Gospels and the incarnate historical Jesus
described therein. To my mind this stands
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in direct contradiction to Jesus's own claim
that to have seen him is to have seen the
Father (John 14:8-10). One might suppose
that John carelessly omitted several requi-
site paragraphs of regulatory fine print—an
oversight now made good by later apophatic
theologians—whereby Jesus warned against
the improper use of his claim, such as one
hears in modern American TV drug adver-
tisements. Or, far more likely, there was no
need for such caveats because John’s Jesus
meant exactly what he said. That which
ordinary (that is, philosophically untrained)
people see and hear in the historical, first-
century Jesus of John's Gospel is a faithful
and true account of Israel’s God—no apo-
phatic caveats needed.

The same hesitation is also evident even
in Aristotle. Although known for his exten-
sive observations, once he had imagined a
coherent “rational” explanation, there was
no need to go back and test it against the
changeful world he had originally observed.
While his claim that heavier objects fall pro-
portionately faster than lighter ones reflected
casual observation, more importantly, it
allowed him to avoid the theoretical prob-
lems around motion raised by the Eleatics,
Heraclitus, and the atomists.43 The point
remains, though, that for Aristotle, the real
test of truth was the rationality of the expla-
nation, not whether it survived deliberate
experimental testing.

Consequently, Athens stood, as it were,
for eight centuries holding aloft two objects,
lighter and heavier, and it never occurred
to anyone to test Aristotle’'s “explanation”
by dropping them, not least because from
Athens’s point of view, it would have been
irrational to do so. It was precisely because
experiment contradicted the principle of
Avristotelian “reasoned” demonstration that
the later Galen, “the father of anatomy,”
rejected his early dalliance with experiment
as illogical.44 Celsus, too, rejected Christian
teaching because it was similarly based on
“empiricism” and not abstract logical dem-
onstration. This is why Athens was so good
at demonstrating the logic of geometry and,
for the very same reason, why Aristotelian
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science contributed almost nothing sub-
stantial to our knowledge of how the world
actually worked. Paul, on the other hand,
although not rejecting thought, proclaimed
a demonstration based on the present
and this-worldly experience of the Spirit
and power—a contradiction in terms for
Athens. He believed in Jesus, not because
of dialectical reasoning from first principles,
but because of his life-shattering histori-
cal, sensory encounter with the resurrected
Christ, through whom he received the eter-
nal-life giving Spirit.

In the later Hellenistic church, once
again it took the illustrious John Philoponus
to refute Aristotle’s “rational demonstra-
tion” that heavier objects fall faster than
lighter ones, and he did so by experiment.
As both Arthur Koestler's The Sleepwalkers
(1959) and Steven Weinberg's To Explain
the World: The Discovery ofModern Science
(2015) conclude, it was not until the West
rejected the metaphysical speculations of
Plato and Aristotle—as Philoponus adum-
brated a thousand years earlier—that a
genuinely explanatory science as we know
it could develop.

Similar speculation informed
Hellenism's figurative or allegorical herme-
neutics. Just as they employed “reason” to
discern the truth “above” the changeful
and misleading appearances of the material
world, so too with Athens’s foundational
texts. Allegorical interpretation allowed
the philosophers to “see through” ancient
Homer's and Hesiod's mythical “logoi”
and to discern the hidden rational “logos”
above them. Homer, it turned out, was in
fact a Stoic ... or a Neoplatonist, depend-
ing on the prior philosophical convictions
of his interpreter. But the cheat is evident.
Far from being readers of Homer, the phi-
losophers were hermeneutical ventriloquists
who made Homer their talking doll. Reverse
engineering ancient allegory, they became
grammatical puppeteers, manipulating him
through a range of semantic tricks to make
him mouth their own philosophies.

Hellenistically formed church fathers
at times assumed a similar stance toward



Israel's Scriptures. In the mortal struggle
with classical pagans, the same allegorical
ventriloquism enabled them to transcend
what they felt to be the crude and prob-
lematic particulars of the ethnically narrow
Jewish Bible. It stood to “reason” that one
had to look past the mere “appearance” of
the Old Testament's “fleshly” literal “words”
Clogoi) to find the true “spiritual” life-giv-
ing eternal and unchanging Logos (Jesus)
behind them. The antiquity and truth of
Christianity could now be demonstrated,
since in the hands of the properly trained
allegorist, Jesus was to be found on every
Scripturally difficult high place and for
some even under every textually straightfor-
ward spreading tree.

One can see why this intellectually
elite and learned exercise might appeal
to those Hellenistic fathers of the church
for whom Athens’s philosophy was the
pinnacle of wisdom.45 But there are at
least three significant problems. First, the
entire enterprise is based on a non-Scrip-
tural and mistaken ontology. Second, it
again implies that later Hellenistic church
fathers were better and more enlightened
readers of Israel’s Scriptures than either
Jesus or the New Testament authors who
knew him best—their readings are con-
sistently literal (i.e., in keeping with the
literary genre).46 And, third, the direction
of reading is the opposite of Jesus and his
first followers. They did not need to read
him “back” into Israel’s Scriptures; as
Yahweh among us, he was already there
(I Cor. 8:6; see also Deut. 6:4). Instead,
as their frequent use of “fulfillment” lan-
guage indicates, this was about reading
forward into the realization of Yahweh's
promised return (Isa. 40:3; Mai. 3:1 in
Mark 1:2-3). So, as spiritual as it might
sound, and although there is clearly a
sense of climax, it is nevertheless a mistake
to posit a kind of “spiritual” hermeneuti-
cal rupture, as though something radically
“other” had transpired. Israel’s story had
always been about Yahweh's irruptive
descent to his people (e.g., Sinai), and that
is precisely what happened in Jesus.

Christianity and the Ancient World

Jerusalem’s distinctive epistemology
arises from its fundamentally different view
of creation. Since the world and its change-
fulness is real, the emphasis lies instead on
observation—what we see and touch and
handle (to quote John)—and “testing” (i.e.,
proof).47 We do not learn about either God
or his world by guessing on the basis of what
seems reasonable to us. On the contrary,
we learn by attending to how God actually
chose to make both his creation and himself
known. Hence Yahweh's self-revelation in
the Exodus (7:5, 17; 8:10; 9:29; 16:12; etc.)
and the incarnation depend on historical
encounter and “testing” in order to reveal
who he really is (e.g., Mark 9:10—12; John
9:13-33; 20:20-27). One learns about God,
and comes to the astounding realization of
Jesus’s true identity, on the basis of what
is observed and “proved” by experience,
whether in controlling the sea or enabling
the forgiven lame man to walk. Far from
an obstacle to be overcome, for Jerusalem,
functioning senses are essential to our being
made in God's image and to learning about
him and his world (Exod. 4:11). The mark of
being loved by God and being in relation-
ship with him is that one sees and hears.
It is the idols who have eyes and who can-
not see, as do all those who worship them
(Pss. 115, 135). For Jerusalem, then, the
only reason humans cannot see what is in
front of their eyes is their idolatry (see John
5:44; 14:11). What blinded Athens was, in
my view, its idolatrous commitment to the
preeminent sufficiency of reason. To repeat,
this is not to exclude thought, but instead
to put reason in its rightful place (as the
Enlightenment and Wittgenstein much
later concurred): look first, think second,
and then test one’s ideas by looking again.
And it was not just this; how one looked also
mattered. As Mark Strom has argued and
Augustine earlier intuited, the trust, hope,
and care of 1 Corinthians 13 are more than
mere morality; they represent a new way of
knowing that was radically relational .48

Thus, for Jerusalem, there is no tension
between the physical senses and knowing
God. In fact, it is precisely those senses (not



CRUX: Spring 2017/Vol. 53, No. |

“faith”) that register the physical and histor-
ical signs of his reality, power, and gracious
presence and thus character (see Rom 1:19-
22). Two important points flow from this.
First, in Jerusalems epistemology, the senses
are both necessary and reliable in accessing
the truth about creation. The truly critical
step toward modern science had been taken.
Second, this combination of the goodness
and reality of the earth and heavens, and of
the God-given image-bearing status of our
senses, explains why the Scriptures never
saw the need for a Hellenistic metaphysics.

In Athens’s two-tiered reality, phys-
ics dealt with being that changed, and
metaphysics with speculations about the
necessarily unchanging being that was the
first cause. But this was not Jerusalem's con-
ceptualization and hence not its problem.
First, the one true creator had come down
into Israel's world to be accessible to their
senses. They did not have to ascend out of
it to know him (Deut. 30:12). Second, the
Scriptures nowhere speculate about the
“nature” of eternal “spirit” because it was
largely irrelevant. They simply had the
confidence that Yahweh, having made the
changefully gifted world, us, and our senses,
was surely able to express faithfully and
without distortion his power, wisdom, and
character (see again John 14:8—11).

Now it is true that Scripture sometimes
speaks of the need to understand things on
the basis of the unseen world (e.g., 2 Cor.
4:18). But it is clear from the context that
Paul is simply appealing to the Jewish hope
of eternal glory that awaits its incarnate and
sensory revelation at the end (see Phil. 3:20).
This is hardly Hellenism'’s dualism.

God (Theology)

For Athens, Homer's original gods were
essentially very large Greeks who engaged
in the entire range of proud, vindictive, self-
ish, and foible-driven behaviours of their
human creators. An affront to later philoso-
phers, the ancient poets were rebuked and
their divinities either allegorized or photo-
shopped into something deemed more
befitting their status. But just as Athens's
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increasing reliance on the compulsory logic
of human reason necessarily resulted in a
cosmos that was equally rigid, eternal, and
unchanging, so too their conception of the
ultimate deity. It necessarily became an
impersonal and impassible abstraction, a
victim and prisoner ofits own rigid rational-
ity. This applied equally to Plato’s enigmatic
and essentially unknowable nous (Intellect),
Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover, and the Stoics'
impersonal, impassible, and unfeeling
cosmic logos. So, for example, “[God is]
incorporeal, one, immeasurable, begetter of
everything, . . . blessed and beneficent, the
best, in lack of nothing, himself bearing all
things, celestial, ineffable, unnamable, and
as he himself says, ‘invisible, unconquer-
able’ . . . whose nature is difficult to find
and if found cannot be expressed among the
many” (Plato, Timaeus 28e; Apuleius, On
the Teaching ofPlato 1.5). Aristotle asserted
that “humans cannot be friends with god or
love Zeus,” for no matter how pious an indi-
vidual might be, the inequality was simply
too great for there to be any reciprocity.49
For the Epicureans, it was inconceivable
that the gods would sully their elevated
existences with any interest in the tawdry
doings of humans.

For Jerusalem, things were different.
First, since there is only the one creator
Yahweh, Israel had no conception of divinity
per se. There are no other “divinities,” only
Yahweh the creator and judge of all. This is
why, for example, Mark’s Gospel refuses to
use any of the traditional Hellenistic words
for the divine.50 Such notions had no place
in Israel's worldview.

Second, since he was not the product
of human imagination, he was neither all
too human nor an elevated expression of
impersonal reason. As intimated above,
Yahweh's self-introductory “l am who |
am” (Exod. 3:14) means, essentially, “You
have never met a god like me, so do not
guess. Instead, look, listen, and learn.” This
explains the previously noted thorough-
going emphasis on the senses throughout
the Exodus. Since one learns about per-
sons primarily through what they do and



say over time, the fundamental structure
of Israels knowledge of God was not “rea-
soned” but necessarily narratival .5l This is
why Jerusalem never indulges in self-reliant
reason’s predilection to speculate. Not only
did Yahweh forbid it, but since no human
has seen or handled imaginative constructs
such as “natures” or “essences,” let alone
the realm of “spirit,” how can we possibly
test our ideas against them?

Third, far from the various philo-
sophical versions of Athens's distant and
inaccessible “deities,” Jerusalem’s one true
God was profoundly engaged with his cre-
ation, especially humans, about whom he
cared a great deal. He had come down and
not only revealed his just and mercifully
compassionate character to the masses but
gave them his name as well. He inclusively
desired that all of his people, from the least
to the greatest, learn to trust him so that
they might enjoy his creation and flourish.
While the Exodus certainly demonstrated
Yahweh's creatorly power and authority over
all, it was his overwhelming predisposition
to compassion and mercy, even in the face of
disobedience, that took centre stage (Exod.
33:17-19; 34:5-9).

Thus in the climax of Israel’s narra-
tive, Yahweh's character was most fully
expressed, not in a bloodied, vengeful
Augustus towering over his fallen foe, but
in the shameful weakness and philosophi-
cal folly ofan all-too-physical Jesus and him
crucified (1 Cor. 1:22-24). Here was a God
who embraced death in order to bring life to
his creation (John 3:16), especially human-
ity, even those at enmity with him (Rom.
8:19-23; 5:6-8). It is not difficult to see why
Israel’s Yahweh—uwith his deep and abiding
love for and attention to humans, expressed
finally in the incarnate and crucified Lord,
John's “I am”—was such an affront.

As scandalous now as he was then,
this same Jesus, as we saw earlier, claimed
that to have seen him—a first-century
rural Palestinian Jew—was to have seen the
Father. Nothing could be further from the
mind ofa culture founded almost entirely on
the elite exercise of power, whether political,
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social, or intellectual, and where the path
to truth required one to ignore the world of
culture and history. This might explain why,
for well over a thousand years, both Jesus's
Jewishness and the fundamental narrative
epistemology of the Gospels was largely
irrelevant to most serious theological discus-
sions ofwho he was and what he intended.

For all his problems, Origen on this
point fully grasped the fundamental differ-
ence between Athens and Jerusalem. When
the pagan apologist Celsus
demanded that the Christian
faith meet the test of Greek
philosophical proofs, Origen
responded by inquiring,
whatever gave Celsus the
idea that Christianity was a
philosophy, or even an idea?
Christians did not arrive at
their beliefs by employing
first principles, thinking their
way upward to some eternal
reality. Christians began with
history, with God'’s utterly
unreasonable—confounding
now both Jewish and Greek
expectations—and complete
self-revelation in a cruci-
fied Jesus. Ours was not an
ascending dialectic initiated
by self-reliant, elite human
reason, but instead a humble
response to God’s conde-
scending love.52 The point
is important: nowhere in
Scripture is the truth about
God ever arrived at on the basis of abstract
human reason. To paraphrase Paul (Gal.
3:3), if our historical Jerusalemite “faith”
in Christ and subsequent experience of
his Spirit did not begin with the reasoned
speculation of elite Athenian “flesh,” what
makes us think that we will come to per-
fection in that way?

Society (Sociology)

Based on the same reliance on the fixed
hierarchical logic of reason, Athens'’s view
of society naturally mimics its cosmology.

Christians did
not arrive at
their beliefs

by employing
firstprinciples,
thinking their way
upward to some
eternal reality.
Christians began
with history . . .
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Reflecting an unchanging and eternal hier-
archy of emanations from the perfect origin
to the increasingly distorted inferior levels,
Plato’s Republic likewise describes a static
hierarchy with superior aristocratic fami-
lies, dominated by elite males with their
long genealogies, presiding over increas-
ingly inferior (not quite human) women,
artisans, slaves, and barbarians in some-
thing approximating that order. In Athens’s
regimented world, neither
real change nor real dif-
ference was an option, or
even imaginable, precisely
because it was illogical.

In this new Women were common to
- all men, provided they were
Communlty, of the appropriate status;

indwelt by
Gods creative,
life-giving Spirit,
traditional

classical

distinctions based
on race, gender,

children ought not to know
their fathers; and defective
offspring and unwanted
embryos were to be dis-
carded. From our modern
perspective, the parallels
with oppressive totalitarian
states are chillingly obvi-
ous. But for the Greeks and
Romans, the sacred image
of the Republic and the cor-
porate was inviolable. The
individual had no intrinsic

and SOCia| value: one's worth was based
. solely in one’s relationship to
Standlng were the clan, the city, and ulti-
mately the empire, itself the

Swept away' product of and sustained by

the gods and the determin-

istic reasoned logos behind

them. This is why refusing

to offer a pinch of incense
to the genius of the emperor was no mere
political act. It was to the Romans an
inconceivable, irrational, and deeply alarm-
ing repudiation of the entire ontological
fabric of the ancient world.

But for Jerusalem, not only creation but
also human society was gifted with change.
In Christ, not only we, but all things had
been made new. Hence Paul, taking up and
subverting this Hellenistic model of the
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body politic, could now declare that it was
no longer privileged aristocrats with their
long genealogies but a crucified servant
Christ who is the head (1 Cor. 12). And
everything else—eye, foot, hand—is gift.
In this new community, indwelt by God's
creative, life-giving Spirit, traditional classi-
cal distinctions based on race, gender, and
social standing were swept away. In Christ
and his Spirit-indwelt family, there is no
longer Jew nor Gentile, male nor female,
slave nor free (Gal. 3:28). In Jerusalem’s
household, all the families of the earth were
united (Ephesians). As brothers and sisters,
everyone, being made in God’s image, was
of equal value. It was Jerusalem that envi-
sioned the first truly open society based on
true freedom, a freedom that was genuine
precisely because it was grounded in the cre-
ator God's merciful and just character. This
is one of the reasons the Roman world found
Christians so disturbing, offensive, and irra-
tional: they embodied difference in a world
where reason declared there could be none.

It is easy for us in a pluralistic modern
democracy—where everyone, at least in
theory, is expected to enjoy equal rights—
to fail to grasp just how radical were Paul’s
words. His was a world where men held all
the advantages over women, masters held
all the advantages over slaves, and Jew and
non-Jew generally regarded each other with
thinly veiled hostility. Christians became
the first movement in history to break the
link between a particular city, ethnicity,
empire, culture, or religion and what we
now call human rights. All were to be loved,
all to be treated equally, and when they
gathered, much to the chagrin of the later
Julian the Apostate, everyone’s opinion mat-
tered. Women could speak on God's behalf,
and slaves become bishops. For the first time
in human history, there appeared in these
ancient fractured cities a new community
where regardless of ancestry, status, or gen-
der, all broke bread around a common table.
And that was the case solely because of the
story of Jesus, itself the climax of Israel's
narrative. Aristotle, as Maclntyre recog-
nizes, would have been horrified.53



This is why the New Testament insists
that we are all children of Abraham, the
true Israel of God (Gal. 6:16; Rom. 11:13—
24). Of course this does not at all mean we
must all become ethnic Jews; this is pre-
cisely what Galatians, Romans, Ephesians,
Hebrews, and to some extent Philippians
are at pains to deny. Nevertheless, we
are called into the narrative of the fam-
ily of Yahweh—uwith its radically different
cosmology, epistemology, and theology—
without which, as Paul argues in Acts 17,
we really will remain ignorant.

Being Human (Anthropology) and
Moral Vision (Ethics/Virtue)

All of this, of course, speaks to anthro-
pology: what does it mean to be human?
Personality was not well conceived of in
the ancient world. Of the over one thou-
sand known Hellenistic writers, not one
produced a sustained introspective exami-
nation of anthropology, human psychology,
or personality.54

To Athens, ever since Pythagoras, we
owe the remarkable and incredibly resilient
idea of the battle between the soul and the
body. Early Greek writers loved the wordplay
between soma (= body) and sema (= tomb):
the body was a tomb to be escaped. For the
philosophers, only the truly fine substance
of the rational soul mattered. The only
reason for having a soul was its eventual self-
absorption into the cosmos. Thus, for these
Pythagoreans, at death, the pure soul—
which, remember, for the later Aristotle has
its own reality and stuff—would experience
its glorious liberation from its “mortal coil”
and fly upward. But how did one achieve
this status? That depended on how well one
purified ones soul.

Traditionally, Athenian behaviour
began with Homer’s virtues. Essentially
a matter of male virility, they focused on
bravery and success in battle, physical per-
fection and lordly bearing, and the ability to
employ persuasive rhetoric, as exemplified
in the wily and well-spoken Odysseus.5 But
as Athens soon discovered, these Homeric
heroes needed to be restrained. Taking up
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Socrates's injunction to know one’s station
in life, Aristotle’s “nothing-to-excess” ethics
were in part an attempt to reduce conflict
within and between the various Greek
city-states. Ethics and justice thus meant
conforming to the cultural golden mean
in support of the status quo. As it had been
for Plato, the gentlemanly great-souledness
of the later Stoics was primarily focused on
individuals perfecting themselves in prepa-
ration for liberating death.

As reason brought order to an appar-
ently unruly and changeful world, so too
it subdued changeful human emotion.
The emotionally deprived Stoic pursued
apatheia, learning to accept what was.
There was no conception of seeking to
fully realize human potential. (That the
Reformers drunk deeply of the Stoic
Seneca might also say something about
their often emotionally placid worship.)
Unimaginable in one’s life, transforming
the lives of others was both irrational and
immoral because it was contrary to reason
and attended to the weak, when reason
demanded instead the celebration of the
great and the good and the strong.

But for Jerusalem, not only was God
himself a person, but every human being
was made in his image. Several revolution-
ary changes flow from this. Perhaps the
most significant is that humans are psycho-
somatic unities where the soul, meaning
something like the essential personal self,
cannot be conceived of apart from the
body. Pythagoras’s long-running battle
between body and soul was a mistake. Since
the body was essential to our being made
in God’s image, it was destined—much to
the scandal of the philosophers—for a glo-
rified and emphatically material future. It
was not just that the body was for the Lord;
even more astonishingly, the Lord was for
the body (1 Cor. 6:13). Paul is here simply
drawing on Yahweh's earlier declarations.
Made in his image, every human being
was designed to house his personal pres-
ence, which meant, as Psalm 8 had long
before Homer declared, that to be human
was to be the pinnacle of God'’s creation,



CRUX: Spring 2017/Vol. 53, No. !

just a little lower than God himself. That
some theologians continue to speak of the
incarnation as an act of self-humiliation
probably says less about the Scriptural view
than it does their continued commitment
to Athens’s long suspicion of the body.
Understandably, this high view of humanity
also caused great offence. Pagan apologists
regularly complained that Christians gave
far too much attention to humans. It might
still come as a surprise to some, but it was
Jerusalem and the Christians that were the
first emphatic humanists. Christ’s incarna-
tion and resurrection had raised humanity
to unimaginable heights. And not only in
the world to come: Jesus’s healings and
resurrection in the present age had shown
that the body was clearly to be respected
and treated with a dignity befitting its true
status in this life. This is why, as we will
see below, Christian practice and lifestyle
looked like it did.

In terms of human psychology, in see-
ing thought and emotion as integral to God
and therefore by necessity to his image,
Christ, in redeeming humanity, must have
redeemed both. Christians could begin to
speak unashamedly of inexpressible and
boundless joy in the Spirit: passion and
thought could be reconciled (yes, one can
be a scholar on fire, and Regent students
and professors are free to raise their hands
in worship and weep with joy in our chapel
services as well as being overcome by God’s
presence in the library).

Furthermore, anyone—not just the
elite—could now relate to God through
an experience of the indwelling Spirit (e.g.,
Gal. 3:1-5). The secret to life—and notice
“life,” not virtue or ethics (notice John’s
emphasis on Jesus's gift of eternal life)—was
no longer a matter of intellectual convic-
tion as to the rightness of abstract reason,
open only to those wealthy enough to afford
a philosophical education and with time
enough to train their thinking. Utterly
oblivious of intellectual or economic status,
friendship with this God required only a
sincere desire for repentance (a passion not
only shocking to the elites of the day but
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irrational, since the idea ofa final judgment
made no sense in a world where everything
was given), trust in his grace through his
incarnate Son, and openness to the prompt-
ings of his Spirit. “Salvation,” therefore, was
no longer an assumed aristocratic privilege
or a reward owed to personal effort. True
life, through friendship with God, who was
good to all and had compassion on all that
he had made, was now graciously available
simply on the basis of trust in Christ (Eph.
2:8) and the subsequent enjoyment of the
free gift of the Spirit. It is precisely this dif-
ference that prompted Paul to point out to
the elites in his Corinthian congregation
that the Greek conception of knowledge
“puffs up”—not least when they go beyond
what is written (1 Cor. 4:6), which | take
to mean speculation that goes beyond what
Scripture sayss6—whereas God's love builds
up (1 Cor. 81).

Christian behaviour was determined,
not by Homeric virtue or Aristotelian eth-
ics—which are not Christian ideas—but
by Christian morality. Although they
are all too often confused, they are not
the same, as Nietzsche well understood.
Christian behaviour was emphatically not
a matter of elite philosophical self-imposed
and self-focused rigour, but instead of the
fruits of the indwelling Spirit, which, in
contrast, are interpersonal and others-
directed. Hence the three great Christian
pillars of society are trust, not in one’s own
abilities but in Christ/God; hope (not opti-
mism), as a sure and certain conviction of
Jesus's resurrection and God’s ultimate vic-
tory; and a self-sacrificing love of God and
care for neighbour.

It is no surprise that every aspect of
Paul’s life and message undermined the
pagan economy of honour and excellence.
Hence his avoidance of Aristotle’s core
term “virtue” {arete) and his radical trans-
valuation of ambitious “wisdom” {phronesis)
to the imitation of Chris’s self-humbling
refusal to grasp after his rightful rank of
equality with God (Phil. 2:5; see also 2:2-3;
3:15, 19).57 Paul refused to play the manipu-
lative rhetor, who employed his intellectual



abilities and practiced posturing to make
himself look lofty, learned, and wise. In
keeping with his gospel, Paul deliberately
chose to make his “entrance” in weakness,
fear, and much trembling. He refused the
Corinthians' honour-enhancing patronage.
He scandalized them by working with his
hands, something only sub-humans did, in
order that they might enjoy the free gift of
Godss life. And he did this in a world where
no gift ever came without strings.

Joyfully rejecting the lofty withdrawal
of the self-contained and unruffled intel-
lectual, Paul engaged passionately with all,
no matter from what walk of life. Throwing
off all pretense, he was ruthlessly transpar-
ent as to his motives and personal struggles
(2 Corinthians). If the gospel could relate
Christ's “shameful” personal struggle in
the garden, then how could Jesus's followers
ever pretend to untroubled sophistication?
Far from a closed Hellenistic ethics inter-
ested in preserving the equilibrium of the
unchanging status quo, Jerusalem offered
a radical freedom in Christ that regularly
resulted in extraordinarily excessive acts of
transforming compassion, generosity, and
self-giving. In this mode, and with the hope
of the resurrection ensuring their future,
Christians no longer needed to fear death,
nor engage in the socially destructive pat-
terns of “self-preservation at all costs” that
characterized the ancient world.

It was precisely this that astonished
Galen of Pergamum, the second-century
father of anatomy, personal physician
to Commodus and Septimius Severus,
and a man of vast learning and rhetori-
cal skill. The first pagan philosopher to
treat Christianity as an equal, he did so,
not because of Christianity’s intellectual
sophistication: he thought it was impu-
dent rubbish. What astonished him was
Christianity’s transforming power, and
that among the less than human masses.58
There is thus good “reason” why the New
Testament looks so different from elite
Greco-Roman literature and why the
Christians succeeded in transforming pop-
ular culture where philosophy had failed: it
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operated from very different “philosophi-
cal” assumptions and was fueled not by
self-effort aimed at perfecting one’s inher-
ent qualities, but by the Spirit and his gifts.

The Transforming Character of
Christian Practice and Lifestyles9

This brings us, finally, to the transforming
character of Christian practice and life-
style, which would have been impossible
and incomprehensible without the previous
radical shifts in outlook.

The Gospel and Women

Consider, for example, the case of women.
One of the staggering things often passed
over in silence by ancient historians is the
question of why women enjoyed far higher
status among Christians than in the rest
of the pagan world. The reason appears at
least twofold: the elevation of sexual moral-
ity, and the realization that, as beneficiaries
of the Son of God's death and recipients of
God's Holy Spirit, women shared a funda-
mental equality with men.

At most society meals, good women
would leave early since staying on would
indicate their availability for the after-dinner
sexual sport: indulging the appetites of both
stomach and genitalia was part and parcel
of first-century life (as Paul's Corinthian
correspondence reveals).60 But at Christian
meals, women, far from being reduced to
sexual objects, could be both the voice of the
community to God in prayer, and the voice
ofGod to the community through prophecy.
(Then, as now, Pentecostalism has been a
major force in democratization). Eventually,
women like Junia, Priscilla, and Phoebe
would become apostles, teachers, and lead-
ers of house churches. Of particular interest
is the number of women ministers who were
martyred, which, when compared to the
number of men, suggests that many enjoyed
positions of high standing in the churches.
This is a far cry from the traditional Greek
perspective where, although women were
generally considered to be above slaves, they
were of less intrinsic worth than a boy who
himselfwas only an “incomplete male.”6!
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Women were no longer to be seen as
pawns in patriarchal power structures.
When Paul enjoins that if a man wants to
be an elder he was to be husband of but
one wife, his concern is not divorce but the
standard practice of men having several
women. Whereas pagans and Christians
both prized female chastity, Christians
differed in utterly rejecting the double stan-
dard that allowed men to have as many
women as they pleased. Prospective leaders
in Paul's churches were expected to take a
stand against the cultural norms, honouring
their wives as Christ had loved the church.
There was to be no having of a woman’s
body unless you had first promised her your
life-long and self-giving commitment to her
and to her alone. The Christian woman thus
not only enjoyed far greater marital secu-
rity and equality than her pagan neighbour,
she also married later, with all the positive
consequences for childbirth and emotional
maturity. She was also given a greater degree
of choice. The positive strengthening effect
this Christian innovation had on marriages,
and thus the family and society at large, can
hardly be overstated.

First-century women were attracted
in vast numbers to Christianity because
of Jesus and his apostle, Paul. Yes, Paul,
whose voice is the first ever in the literature
to argue so strongly for the interdependent
equality of men and women in Christ who
had died and been raised equally for both.62
Let it be abundantly clear: no movement on
earth has been as supportive of women as
Christianity—even with its numerous later
blemishes due in no small part to a recidivist
Hellenistic cultural conservatism.

The Gospel and Slaverys3

The life and teachings of Jesus had a simi-
lar impact of the eradication of slavery.
While slavery had existed in every great
civilization, Greece and Rome produced
the first true slave societies. And no Hellene
seriously questioned it. Plato in his ideal
Republic had slaves, and Aristotle in his
Politics argued that slavery was good for all
concerned, since some people were born to
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lead and others to serve. This is not to say
that individual slaves could not do well.
Not every slave had a horrid existence. But
very many did.

Slaves were used for everything,
including pretty boys for homosexual enter-
tainment—they sold for more than fields
in Rome—and girls for brothels. The only
reason that we today abhor this as child
abuse is the gospel. Buyers became expert
in purchasing for the desired qualities.
Many senators had more than a thousand
slaves, including cripples who were bought
solely to amuse guests. Military victories
flooded slave markets, like those at Delos
and Capusa, which were capable of holding
twenty thousand a day, and often ran at full
capacity. They supplied large slave-run plan-
tations, where most were worked in chains.
Slaves were cared for as long as they were
productive; once they became old or infirm,
they were left to perish alone in a ditch by
the road. The mines were worse, consum-
ing slaves at an appalling rate. Athens had
more than thirty thousand slaves in its silver
mines, and Rome hundreds of thousands.
They were worked under the lash day and
night, without respite or indulgence, until
they collapsed from exhaustion or illness,
to die in torment. As the Roman historian
Diodorus noted, “Their misery is so great
that death is welcomed more than life.”
According to Mary Gordon, “The growth of
the empire was undergirded by human suf-
fering which is unimaginable in degree or
extent.” And no Roman really cared. There
were always more where they came from.
And yet for such “enlightened” intellectu-
als as Edward Gibbon and Friedrich Engels,
slavery was the necessary price for the glo-
ries of Greece and Rome.

But in the Christian world it was dif-
ferent, partly because the Jewish Torah was
more merciful toward slaves, partly because
both Jews and Christians did not despise
labour, and partly because all were made in
God's image. After all, in Genesis 1, doing
the work of the garden was integral to bear-
ing God'’s image in his good creation. For
this reason, Christianity had nothing to do



with people who paraded their leisured and
idle curiosity (2 Thess. 3:11). If one did not
labour, one did not eat (v. 10). According
to the turn-of-the-century Didache (12), a
Christian was not to be without an occupa-
tion. Christians also restored both marriage
and family to slaves. Masters were expected
to legitimate a slave’s marriage, and their
children granted paternity. Sex with the wife
of a slave was regarded as if one had com-
mitted adultery with the wife of a prince.64
In pagan cemeteries, the inscriptions always
noted the interned's servile status; even in
death they were marked. But on Christian
graves there was no distinction.

Whereas pagan slave masters would
allow slaves to buy their freedom at market
value on receipt of their painfully amassed
savings, Christians were encouraged to
grant slaves freedom as an act of charity.
And while wholesale manumission of slaves
was frequent in antiquity—but only on the
occasion of the owner’s death, when there
was no longer any financial risk65—only
Christians went to the outrageous extreme
of releasing all their slaves during their
own lifetime, often at great cost to their
personal fortunes. At the beginning of the
fifth century, one Roman multi-millionaire
granted liberty to so many thousands of
her slaves that her biographer could not
give their exact number.

The Gospeland Children
Not surprisingly, Christians also had a very
different view of children. Due to abortion
and, most commonly, exposure, males out-
numbered females by 30 percent. Outside
any ancient city, the rubbish dumps were
littered with baby carcasses in various states
of decay, worried by the roaming dogs and
birds. Until named by their fathers, new-
borns had no status. Those exposed, mainly
females, were left to the devices of slavers
and owners of houses of prostitution look-
ing for potential product.

But for Christians, life was God's gift.
It was precisely because Jesus said “Permit
the children to come to me” and used the
metaphor of children when he spoke of the
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kingdom that the early Christians broke
rank with their pagan neighbours. The con-
sequences were dramatic. Because Christian
families did not expose their girls and since
contraception was discouraged—children
were after all God's good gift—they rapidly
out-bred the pagans.

The Gospel and Generosity66
All this was backed by an extraordinary
generosity. Indeed some
historians argue that it was
the generosity of Christians
that proved to be one of the
most significant reasons for
Christianity’s over-running
of paganism. Tolerated in
a woman, mercy, kindness,

Some historians
argue that it was

and compassion were gener- the generosity
ally despised in a man, being
seen as defects in character, ofChristians
not least because they were
to varying degrees irrational. thatproved to

If the universe expressed the
rational logos, helping some-
one who did not deserve or

earn it was contrary to jus- most Slgnlflcant
tice. Now it would be silly reasonsfor
to suggest that Christians

introduced good works, or Christianity’s
were alone concerned for the }

poor. Roman emperors often  OVEIr-running of
helped disaster-struck cit- .
ies—though mostly for their paganlsm-

own honour and to buy loy-
alty. Even so, the Roman
Empire was no welfare state.

For the Christian, how-
ever, “The Lord is good to all, and has
compassion on all he has made” (Ps. 145:9
NET). In their Scriptures, care for the
widow and orphan was mandated over
and over again, and failure to do so was
regarded by the prophets as one of the prin-
ciple reasons for Israel’s exilic judgment.
Jesus continued this line, emphasizing the
need to care for the poor and to store up
treasures in heaven. He sternly warned
those who trusted in the uncaring accu-
mulation of riches. In an act unparalleled

he one ofthe
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in the ancient world, not only did he wash
his disciples’ feet—staggering and offen-
sive beyond words—he instructed them to
have the same attitude. In giving his life as
a ransom for many, he surpassed and con-
founded the highest of the ancient world’s
ideals of friendship by dying even for his
enemies. Remembering this concern for the
poor was the one thing the Jerusalem “pil-
lars” asked of Paul, which he himself was
eager to do (Gal. 2:10).

For Christians, themselves shown mercy
and grace even though manifestly undeserv-
ing, life was not primarily about justice, but
rather love. The very notion that one should
love God in the Christian sense was remark-
able enough; that this God should love them
was breathtaking. Here was a God unlike
any the ancient world had ever known, a
God who was not primarily defined by his
power but by his self-sacrificing love. With
such an example, it is no surprise that
Lucian of Samosata (c. 170), renowned sati-
rist and no friend of Christianity, reputedly
complained of the Christians' “unbeliev-
ably generous and open-handed attitude to
everyone[;] . . . the earnestness with which
the people of this religion help one another
in their needs is incredible! They spare
themselves nothing for this end. Their first
law-maker put it into their heads that they
were all brethren.”67 Aristides of Athens
declared, “If the brethren have among them
a man in need, and they have not abundant
resources, they fast for a day or two, so as
to provide the needy man with the necessary
food.” According to the historian Michel
Riquet, “It has been calculated that at Rome
in [AD] 250, under Pope Cornelius, ten
thousand Christians obliged to fast could
provide, from a hundred days' fasting, a mil-
lion rations a year. These more or less regular
offerings were supplemented by the gifts
made to the church by rich converts.”68

Charity, then, was as much a require-
ment of followers of Christ as prayer and
godly living. One of the early church’s most
popular saints, St. Lawrence, was ordered
to hand over the church’s poor fund to the
authorities. He agreed, asking for three
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days to do so. He then distributed the
much-desired funds among Rome’s poor.
Gathering them together before the mag-
istrate he declared: “These are the church’s
riches: these poor who are rich in faith!” It
did not save him from execution.

During the terrible plagues of Galen in
the second century (which claimed about
25-33 percent of the empire’'s population)
and another a century later (which Killed as
many as five thousand a day in Rome alone),
it was the generosity and kindness of many
Christians that did much to establish the gos-
pel's superiority over the pagan alternatives.

In many respects, Constantine’s subse-
quent conversion was merely responding to
the inevitable. The battle had already been
won years earlier, when Diocletian’s succes-
sor, Galerius (c. 260-311), finally admitted
the futility of state-sponsored persecution
against the obstinate and impossibly irratio-
nal Christians and allowed them to worship
their own gods, provided they prayed for
him. And the victory was accomplished
without recourse to arms, terror, or politi-
cal agencies. All this led Emperor Julian the
Apostate (331-63), in a final and fruitless
attempt to restore paganism, to order his
pagan priests to match Christian generosity.
He instructed that in every city “hospices
should be established so that strangers may
be able to praise us for our humanity, and
not only those of our own religion, but all
others too, if they have need. It would be
shameful, when the Jews have no beggars,
when the impious Galileans feed our people
along with their own, that our own should
be seen to lack the help we owe them.”69
It failed. Imperial dictate could not match
a transformed heart and mind. No less an
opponent of Christianity than Bertrand
Russell understood this. Whereas the Stoics
practiced indifference to their friends, it was
the Christians who sought to inculcate not
so much a self-centred calm but an ardent
love even for the worst of people. He had to
admit, “There is nothing that can be said
against it.”70 And it came from the remark-
able teachings of Jesus that his followers
should love their enemies and pray for them.



Although there is some debate over
when hospitals emerged, it seems clear
that the idea of caring for the sick without
regard to status was a Christian innovation.
Around AD 325, early Christian documents
ordered that hospitals should be built in
every city of the empire. Not to be confused
with their modern descendants, they were
nevertheless the first step. Basil the Great
of Caesarea founded general institutions of
care, called Basileias. Christians also estab-
lished places of refuge to shelter strangers
and the sick, providing nurses, doctors,
porters, and guides. They added industries
to help sustain them and included arts to
adorn such buildings. In a truly heroic step,
houses for lepers were established in the
fourth century. With little hope of a cure
and much danger of contracting the disease,
it is staggering that by one estimate they
eventually numbered three thousand in
Europe and Asia.

The Gospel and the State

This brings us to a crucial moment: the
restriction of the power of the Republican
state. Once the all-conquering empire,
unhindered by any philosophy of genuine
individual personhood, had digested the
family, clan, and tribe with their peculiar
deities and customs, it took on a totalitarian
aspect.”l Absent any bill ofhuman rights, the
unguestioned omni-competence of the state
led to perfunctory and fitful applications of
justice, notoriously wide latitude being given
to provincial governors, and all manner of
minor details of life coming under imperial
regulation.7”2 The law was largely there to
serve the interests of the aristocratic elites;
it was impossible to bring charges against a
person of higher status. Threats, bullying,
and murder were endemic.

Christians, as non-national and mono-
theistic proselytizers of a non-ethnic deity,
constituted a profound threat to this unity.
Not only did they make their own laws based
on divergent principles—the first ancient
origins of what moderns now celebrate as
“diversity"—»but as they grew in numbers,
Roman emperors, who were accustomed to
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getting their way, were on not a few occa-
sions withstood by early Christian bishops
such as Ambrose. And the emperor blinked
first. The long Western tradition of the dis-
senting conscience, of the right of the lone
individual to speak against the state, derives
from the Christian tenet that one’s loyalty is
owed first and foremost to a personal God,
who cares about our behaviour and the
powerless. The modern high regard for those
who break the law because of the truth, and
our emphasis on the right of individuals to
be different, find their origins in Jerusalem
and the early Christians. The limitation of
the power of the state was one of the car-
dinal characteristics of Christianity. For the
first time in human history, an institution
emerged alongside the state that had not
only carved out its own territory over which
the state had no say, but did not hesitate to
critique it. Whatever their later shortcom-
ings, the early Christians understood that
neither the state nor the church could flout
rights or take at will.

The Gospel and Warfare

Space limitations preclude anything
but a short comment on the impact of
Christianity on the endemic warfare of the
ancient world. Richard Dawkins’s claim
that religion causes wars can be debated.
What is not open to discussion is whether
Christianity is a primary cause of war, for
the fact remains that no other movement
on earth has done so much to limit armed
conflict. Think of Alexander the Great (so-
called) and his brutal conquests, where
entire cities were reduced and the survivors
sold into slavery. Julius Caesar’s campaign
in Gaul resulted in one and a half million
dead, one million sold into slavery—all
the proceeds going into his personal cof-
fers—and a quarter of a million families
left homeless, equaling the entire popu-
lation of Roman Italy. And no one cared.
Typically women and children were slaugh-
tered or enslaved without thought. It took
Augustine’s just war theory to put limits on
warfare. Non-combatants were protected.
Techniques and aims came under strict
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scrutiny. A conflict had to be justified in
terms of the greater good and could not be
carried out merely to expand empire. Now,
it has not always been adhered to, but it was
an extraordinary step away from the calm
brutality of Alexander and Caesar.

Some Less-Than-Happy Outcomes

At the same time, lest we be carried away
with a warm sense of self-congratulation,
Christian engagement with the pagan
world was not always a happy story. It
was Alexandrian Christian monks who
stripped the pagan philosopher Hypatia
naked and dragged her through the streets,
before killing her in front of a church,
according to some by flaying and burning
alive. On the other hand, the oft-repeated
claim that Christians destroyed the famed
Alexandrian library is open to serious ques-
tion. It appears that the vast majority of the
library had already either been plundered
or destroyed, and, in any case, it was pri-
marily the temple, not the books, that was
the object of the demolition. But even so,
it is not at all clear that such destruction is
particularly Christian.

In terms of the state, the afore-
mentioned Ambrose also refused the
emperor’s just request that Christians pay
for the rebuilding of a synagogue they had
destroyed. And Nestorian, Monophysite,
Jacobite, and Byzantine Christians regu-
larly employed imperial power against each
other, laying waste one another’s churches.

In terms of society and gender, it was
not that long before the apostolic church’s
common meal was separated from what
became a more formal “Eucharist” pre-
sided over by a specially created class of
Christian—of course, male. In short order,
too, the church was no longer seen, as Jesus
and Paul taught, as the reconstitution of
Israel into which Gentiles were grafted,
but now as actually replacing Israel; anti-
Semitism ran deep in the ancient world. The
more conservative the early church became,
the more quickly women found themselves
marginalized, losing significant gains that
the gospel had initially brought them.
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Similarly, Gregory of Nazianzus's vision of
leadership and Basil's of the monastic life
both owed far more to Athens than to the
New Testament, while Eusebius, in a display
that might make some American right wing
Christians proud, could theologize that the
empire was a microcosm of heaven. Among
the several reasons Julian the Apostate
rejected his Christian upbringing was the
unedifying spectacle of political infight-
ing and personal rivalries among Christian
bishops in his capital.

Greek philosophical categories and
assumptions became so much a part of
Western Christianity that Pope Benedict
could declare in 2006 that

the encounter between the Bibli-
cal message and Greek thought
did not happen by chance. The
vision of Saint Paul, who saw
the roads to Asia barred and in

a dream saw a Macedonian man
plead with him: Come over to
Macedonia and help us! (cf. Acts
16:6-10)—this vision can be
interpreted as a distillation of the
intrinsic necessity of a rapproche-
ment between Biblical faith and
Greek inquiry.73

Leaving aside hesitations over the alle-
gorical exegesis of Acts 16, what does this
say about Jesus, and those New Testament
authors who knew him best and who took
the gospel into the first-century Hellenistic
world, neither of whom seemed to share this
view? The implication is that the true found-
ers of Christianity are the later third- and
fourth-century Hellenistic church fathers
and their pagan opponents against whom
the fathers reacted.74 And what does that
say to today's burgeoning African and Asian
Christians? Must they now be beholden
to Hellenism’s attempts at formulating
later doctrine? How does one distinguish
between one man's providence and another
man’s historical accident?

Indeed, if Hellenism's logical specula-
tions failed so badly in explaining the world
God created, why should we trust its equally



speculative metaphysics when it comes to
explaining the God who made that world?
Although it is sometimes claimed that the
integration of Hellenistic thought with
Scripture resulted in a more profound, sat-
isfying, and comprehensive theology, might
it not be just as likely, given the profound
incompatibilities between worldviews, that
it resulted in confusion, misunderstand-
ing, and obfuscation? The greatest schism
the church has experienced, and which per-
sists to this day, was occasioned by attempts
to explain the ontological status of Jesus
and Trinity in Hellenistic metaphysical
terms. Might it also be that the infiltration
of Hellenic speculative metaphysics into
Christian thought actually forestalled, for
almost a millennium, the development of
modern science, which Philoponus’s writ-
ings presaged, and contributed to the later
disastrous conflict in the West between sci-
ence and religion (i.e., Christianity)?

In terms of mission, given that Greek
philosophy also contained a potent dose
of assumed Greek superiority, one might
also ask to what extent this fed both the
unquestioned assumption of the supremacy
of Western theologizing and Western colo-
nialism. And what about that tendency
of the churches founded in this period to
call their supreme leaders “Pope (Father)™?
Might it also owe less to the gospel than
to the emperor's pretentions to super-priest
and surrogate father of all? Was it the
“Spirit” that led to a gradual erosion in the
Western church of, for example, the place of
women—Augustine harbored doubts about
them being fully God's image—or deeply
seated Hellenic and Roman prejudices?

These are provocative questions, but
ignoring them will not make them go away.

Nevertheless, important though they
might be, none of these concerns should
be allowed to overshadow the tremendous
positive impact of the gospel on the classical
world. That world did not end immediately,
and pagan elites continued to hold power
through to the sixth century. But in the
end, the story of Jesus did what Judaism
with its narrow view of election as ethnic-
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ity, and Greek philosophy with its reliance
on human reason, were unable to do: be a
force for universal revitalization, by giving
its converts and the classical world—for
the first time in history—their humanity,
and this, by introducing them to their one
true God. And it was not just humans who
became new creations. The gospel also
allowed the world itself to become new,
freed at last to begin to realize its potential
in joining in human flourishing. X
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